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Thematixation, the relative, frcqiftncy of a dl»cour»e referent, and toplcali- 
xatton are conceptualUed as related discourse functions* a probe recall 
experiment, a word with a thematized referent was a better recall probe 
than a word with a nonthematixed referent* Also, an agent noun was a bet- 
ter prompt than a recipient, and this semantic variable interacted with 
topicalixatton such that a semantic recipient was a better prompt when it 
was topic than when it was comment* In a secood experiment, subjects' 
choice between semantically equivalent active and passive sentences was 
influenced by themattxation* Thematized nouns were chosen as topics more 
often than nonthematized nouns, and nouns used as paragraph titles were 
chosen as topics slightly more than non- title nouns* It is suggested that 
twin discourse functions are served by thematization and topic alization, 
the former providing stable referential focus and the latter providing mo- 
mentary referential focus*' | 
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DISCOURSE FUNCTIONS OF 
THEMATI2ATION AND TOPICAUZATION 

Charles A. Perfect! and Su^an K. Goldman 



Learning Research and Development Center 
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The purpose of the pri»sent paper is to suggest a way of conceptualiE* 
ing certain discourse variables ant^heir relationship^pl sentence variables. 
In particular. thematUation and topicaU»ation will be conceptualized as ^ 
related discourse functions that influence sentence processes. 

Themati^ation, in general terms, refers to the construction of a ^ 
referential "theme" in the course of processing connected discourse. A 
writer or speaker has a numbhsr of linguistic and nonlinguistic devices at 
his or her disposal for themati cation, and the reader or listener constructs 
a parallel thematixed representation during normal comprehension. From 
the comprehender's point of view* the primary function of themmtisation is 
to provide a referential core around which propositional inforrpation con- 
cerning the referent is organised. Thematisation thus should affect mem* 
ory fo A propositional information, and,^ in fact, it does determine the effec- 
tivenessVpf a noun as a probe for sentence memory (Perfetti k Goldman, 
1974). dt course, this account is very general, and * more precise un4er* 
standing 'Of the component processes of thematisation is needed at some 
point. 

For the momfnt, we have taken thematisation to be measurable by 
the relative frequency of proppsitionsi that contain a noun phrase identified 
by the referent (Perfetti It Goldman, (1974). For example, a discourse that 
can be analysed .into, say, 100 component propositions is heavily thematised 
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if a particular referent identifiei noun phraies that occur in 70 of theie 
propotiUont« A diicouTte that it relatively unthematized would have a 
-more rectangular diitribu^on of referentu in iti component propoiitioni. 
Thui, thematisation concf ptualised in thii way can be seen to have two 
properties Fir it, a piv^n diicourie can be idenitlied ai thematislng X 
ratlier than V by obiervin^ the relative frequency of propo'iitioni containing 
X compared with Sec^/ndly, a discourie can be characterised ai highly 
. thematised or weakly thematised by the diitribution of referenti tn iti propo- 
fitional itructure. It ii thii firit characte riitic of thematisation that it 
under coniide^tion here. 

The lecond diicourte variable of intereit it topicalisatiun, by which 
mean the linguiitic device of ordering referential element! in a lentence. 
^It hai Idhf^^een uieful grammatically to diitinguiih between ^he topic and 
comment of a lentenc^ (Hockett, 1958), The diitinction hai been made ^ 
Unguiitically on varioui groundi, and HalUday'i (1970) a|;^»tytii of com|&lex 
lubject function! ti eipeeiatly iniightful piychologically* However, HalU> 
day*! coiicept of ''theme'* may not be the moit appropriate for a referential 
view o£ lubject function! » lince it include! any linguiitic contentive placed 
at the beginning of a lentence, including adverbi luch ai luddenly ai in 
Suddenly » the rope gave way *^ Since thematizing luch nonreferential ideai 
ai luddenly leem* a remote poiiibility in normal diicourie, it ii the con* 
cept of grammaticjil lubJect (Halliday'i "mudat lubject") that we identify 
with the notion of tjopic. While there are complexitiei involved in varioui ■ 
diitinctioni concextned with other related lentence variable!, including 
Halliday'i given and new diitinction and Chafe'i (1972) foregrounding con- 
cept,: theie comply ^itiei ariie becauie information prior to the lentence 
ii coliiidered. Fot preient purpoiei, the limpUfying concept of topic 
and comment, ai djsicribed by Hockett (19S8; lee alio Lyoni, 1969), li 
preferable becauieithe related diitinctioni can then be coniidered ai 
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dUcour£6 variable that predict topiqiiieation, that i», which element will 
occur firit in the sentence. Themati«ation i» hypothe»ired to be a aignifi- 
cant variable in thi» respect. 

The studici to be reported suggest preliminary evidence for parallel 
'functions of thematixation and topicaliaation in the recall of sehtettce infor- 
mation and for thc^ effect of thematisation on topicali^ation. Thematixation 
was dafined» in the manner described above » as the relative frequency of 
propositions containing an explicit or implicit realisation of a given referent. 
Topicalisation was operationally defined by which of two nouns occurred as 
the initial noun (grammatical subject) of the final sentence of a passage. 
With respect to topicalisation» the exclusive means for manipulating this 
variable to control for semantic content of the sentence was passivimation. 

On the one hand, passivixation is just one device for topic control* 
and generalimaHons concerning topic alixati on will eventually require exami- 
nation of other devices (e.g. » cleft sentences). On the other hand, we 
already know a good deal about the psychological properties of passivisation 
(e.g. » Johnson- Laird» 1968; Olson k Filby» l972;.Tannenbaum k Williams, 
1968; Wright, 1^69). The converging conclusion from this research is that 
for_bgth the encoder and the decoder, the role 6f the passive is to focus 
attention on the recipient of some action. Olson and Filby'(l97a) showed 
that the prior coding of a perceptual event in terms of the receiver of an 
action facilitated the processing of a passive sentence)jf which the receiver 
was the tirst noun (topicalixed). In a sense, we ar^nvestigating the lin- 
guistic parallel to Olson and Filby's (1972) perceptual coding. Here, themat- 
ixation is a mechanism for influencing the coding of a narrative event prior 
to a sentence which cmu> lodes the narrative. 

The first experiment tested the hypotheses that prompted ret all oi 
tbat final sentence wouW depend upon which noun prompt it thefuati2;e'i and 
that the effect on Recall of topicalixation (active vs. passive) ol the iinal 
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••ntence would depend upon thema^tization. Thus, thematization wa»^ expected 
to be a potent variable regardless of the forr/i of the final sentence, while 
topicalisation was expected to be effective for the recall of meaning only in 
interaction with thematisation. Because thematization is hypothesised to 
increase the importance of an element as a memory probe, a tbemattzed 
semantic agent ahculxl Ije a good prompt regardless of whether it ia topi* 
calized* However^ since the function of passivisation is; to mark the recipi* 
ent as topic* t^icalisation of a th^matized recipient ahuuld enhance its 
effectiveness as a recall prompt. The aim of the secondhand third studies 
was to test the hypothesis that preference lor passive sentences depends 
Opon which of two nouns is themati2ed in the previous part of the passage. 

I Experiment 1 

Experiment I investigate!^ the prompted rectal I of a sentence that 
concluded a brief narrative passage. The noun prompt lor sentence recall 
assumed one of two possible values in each case. The noun pr6mpt was 
thematised or (relatively) nonthematixed, topic or conuhent, and agent or 
recipient. The topic -comment variable was reHlixed by whether the sen- 
tence was active or passive. 

Method . \ 

*^ 

4 

DeJlgft* The original experimental design involved a t factorial 
design with repeated measures on two factors* Two between -subject 
factors were thematisation and retention interval, while seti»antit role 
(i.e. . whether a noun prompt was an agent or a recipients and topicali^a^ 
tion (i.e. , whether the noun was topic or commen^l were v*aried within suli- 
jects* For one group of o4 subjects, the retention intervat was measured 
to just after reading all passages (an average retention inte^rvai of aruu^ 
H minutes) and. for a second group of 64 subjects, to appruxittiately 48 
hours alter reading. Within each retention interval. 3*^ s'Lbiects receive*d 
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prompt* that w«r* •xclusiv#ly th*mati»«d and 32 •ubj#ct« prompted 
#xclui4v#ly with nonthemati»«d prompts. Thuf, th«ra wara 32 iubjacti in 
aach of^tha four conditions (128 total). 

Tha thamatiaation variabla w*i dafinad aa which of two nouni from 
tha tatt iantanca, a. g. , Tha "admiral captured the bandit, had its aaferent 
mora frequently involved in the preceding part oif the narrative passages. 
For tha 16 passages used in the experiment, the thematised noun occurred 
in aa^avera|(e of 11. 3 propositions while the nonthematised nouns occurred 
in an average of 4* 9 propositions. This count includes occurrence of the 
noun itself, proper names, synonyms, pronouns, and grammatically 
deleted nouns which have the same referent. The number of timea the 
two nouns explicitly occurred iit^the preceding passage waa actually about 
equal on the average (about two times for each noun). 

The within* subject variablatjof topicalisation and semantic role 
ware vjiried by choosing active sen^nces to conclude half tha paragraphs 
and passive sentences for the other half. Thus for eltch subject, eight 
test eentences appeared as actives and eight as passives. Within each of 
the eight types, every subjject was prompted four times with the first 
noun and four times with the second noun. In this way» aach subject wa< 
prompted by four agent-topics, four recipient-topics, four agent -comments, 
and four recipient*comments. 

The structure of the experiment can be seen in Table 1* Which 
presents an example of an experimental passage. Note that the sentence. 
The admiral captured the bandit concluded two different passages^ and 
that the two passages described the very same event, and indeed began 
with an identical opening sentence. They varied only in that one narrative 
contained more propositions about the admiral (thematicing aAntiraU while 
the other contained more about the bandit (thematizing banditl . 
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WithUn th« Stata D#p«rim*nt tha tmbiMV 
in tht Rapubiic of Co«ia Rica haa lonf btan con 
liKltrad tha moct unavtntful poal in tha foraign 
atrvica flaftiy haa anythinf oocuf rad thara to 
cHsturb tha diplomats' routlr>a 



Withinnha Stata Oapartment tha ambaisv 
in tha Rapublic of Costa Rica hat long baan con 
ikkrad tha moct unavaf>tfui poit in tha foraign 
larvkra Raraly haa anything occurrad thara to 
disturb tha diplomats' routina 



Until last night. Admiral Thomas J Futtar. 
tha U S milifWv Jttacha. wtmUS hava agr aad with 
this dascription of diplomacy in Costa Rvca Admiral 
^oatar. a vataran of two wars and a fotmar comman 
dar tha Pacific f laat was auignad to tha ambauy 
thaVa ovar two yaars ago Working lata in his offica 
laat nifht. Fottar ha«nj ritranga notia down tha 
hall Upon mvastifating, ha dlsc6varad tha famous 
bandit. B Gato, trying to opan tha ambassy safa 
Tha admiral opturad tha baodit lor Tha bandit 
w aa capturad by tha admiral I 



Last nighty howavtr, sucKa dtsturbar>ca 
took placa A bandit luiown as El Gate broka 
Into tha ArT>arjcan Embassy For tha last fiva 
yaars El Gato has baan robbif>g banks and tha 
homas of tha waalthy aristocracy. acqiJilring a 
FTob^n Hood imaga among tha populaca Ha 
has ascapad from jail numarous timas OrKa 
intu^ thm ^br^y la^t nig^t. El Gato* was sur 
priaad by tha U S military attacha. Admiral 
Thomas J Fostar. who was working lata in His 
offica Tha admiral capturad tha bandit (or 
Tha bandit was capturad by tha admiral ) 



/ 



The p««««^e« were taken from thiite uted In Pertefti ant) Goldman 
{I974i. They were modified only by makinjf change*, where nece»»ary, 
in order that the aantence juat before the target sentence contained one 
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cetermnce to each of the tWo nouni of the ttirget lentencc. Thii wai itylii-' 
tically neceiiary lO that either an activf/or a paaiive coul5H^««»^clu<i« 
passage. Overall, the passages averaged about 11^ 
of type (range 9-14). Kight passage orde 

Test sentences . The sentences to be recalled were* the final sen- 
tences of the narrative passage. All test sentences contained transitive 
verbs and two nouns that were controlled for printed frequency and were 
high in imagery and concreteness. £ach sentence permitted passivi«ation. 
^lrheT>»t<yas aarompted recall task for*^ which each subject was provided 
an individual ty^st booklet. ^each page containing a single prompt word from 
the test sentence. The prompt word was either the agent or the recipient 
noun from thel sentence and the ordering of the noun prompts corresponded 
to the order ofNthe 16 passages read by the subject. 

Subjects aktkorocedure . The U8 subjects were largely under- 
graduates of the University of PUtsburgh. with a few being college -age 
employees of the Learning Research and Development Center. 

. - Subjects read the passage Ji^ small groups at their own pace. Sub- 
jects wore told to "read each passage for meaning and understanding" and 
informed of a later test concerning the passages but not the nature of the 
.test. To assure an appropriate lev«l of comprehension, subjects made a 
judgment of which magazine or newspaper woUld be a Ukely source for 
such a passage, immediately after reading the passages, subjects filled 
out a questionnaire conce lining what magazines thejf read. In the immediate 
test condition* j eich subject was then given the test booklet upon indicating 
that he had cot^pleted the quesHgnnaire. In the 48-hour condition, subjects 
left after the questionnaire and returned two days later for the recall test-* 
Upon receivin|*the test booklet, subjects read the instructions ort the cover 
which *ik*d him to retail th« underlined ientence which contained the word 
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on the page of the te»t booklet. H© was told to try to produce as much of 
the meaning as possible it he could no^ recall the epcact words. Each sub- 
ject proceeded at*his own pace within an overall time lim^t of H^iiinutes 
and was permitted to go. through the test booklet once only jn the prescribed 
order. . ,> 

Results and Discussion ^ 

The results of the. experiment arc based up^n a|»alyses of^recall 
categories ordered accurding to the extent to which a response contained 
the information of the target sentence. Most of the results refioc^|d> here 
are based on recalls which preserved the meaning of the target sentence 
either as a verbatim reproduction of the sentence of as a meaning pre^ 
serving paraphrase. A response was clas'Sified as verbatim if it cor^- 
tained the exact words in the ss!\e surface order of the target sentence. 
Deleted articles and changes in tfcnse or number which did not distort the 
meaning of the original sentence ^ere Ignored. A response was classified 
as a meaning^pre serving paraphrase if the surface order did n#t agree 
with the target and if synonyms were substituted for the exact words. For 
example: > 

Target: The bandJLt_was eaptured by the admiral . 

Verbatim: Bandit was captured by admiral. 

— — — * ^ — 

Me aning Preserving: AdmiraV captured bandit . (Uecoding) 

Meaning Pre se rving: Outlaw was captured by the admiral. 

(Recipient noun substitute) 

Meaning Preserving: Bandit ^:aptured by Foster . (Agent nuun 
substitute) 

Inte sludge reliability for the use ol the mcAning- pre serving category was 
better than ' * 

12 . ^ . 



For the 48-hour condition, retention wa» very low. Only ahout 12% of 
recall opportunities produced a response that preserved the meaning of tie 
sentence. 25% of which were verbatim. T^ere were no significant effects 
on recall of ^ny of the experimental variables. Accordingly, detailed re- 
sults here are reported only for the immediate retentton interval in which 
the average elap.ed time between reading a given pass4ge and recalling the 
final sentence from that passage was 15 minutes. 

Immediate recall. The average meaning-preserving recaU in the im- 
mediate condition was 41%. about one-third of which were verbatim. This 
is lower than the 60% ri^cmll observed with the same materials in an earlier 
experiment which used lists of 12 passages rather than 16 (Ferfettt Ir Gold- 
man, 1974), ^ y 

Table 2 shows the pattern of meaning-preserving recalls for the imme- 
diate condition. The data are presented with reference to the example of the 
admiral and the bandit, but it should be emphasised that the data are the pro- 
portions of meaning-preserving recaUs averaged over aU 16 sentences. 

The^most important results shown in Table 2 are the foUowing. each 
of which was tested by an" ai^alysis of variance for repeated measures: 

1. The agent-deep subject of a sentence was a better prompt than the 
retf%>ient-deep object. F{1,62) = 8.24. p < .01. In terms of the eiample,^ 
admiral was overall a better prompt than bandit > In addition, although thU 
i, not shown in Table 2. there was a significant all- or-none difference be- 
tween agentVnd recipient. Recipient prompts produced more response 
attempts but fewer meaning-preserving responses. 

2. A noun was a better prompt when itihad been thematized than when 
Ithadnotbeen thematized, F(l,62) = 4.34. p(< .05). When the pa. sage had 
more propositions about the admiral, the word admiral was a better prompt 
than bandit, regardless of the form of the /entence; simUarly. banau was a 
better prompt when it had been thematleed than when it had not. 
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Obitmd Probabilitttt of Mt«ning.PrA«rvli>9 RtMll 



Aftnt ThffTM: 
Admiral 



Thtmt 



^Opic: 



Rtciptent Thtmt: 
Bandit 



Tarfat 



Topic: Admiral) * 
* Tha admiral capturad th« bandit. 



Maans 



t30) 





^ A|ant Prompt 




.50 > 


Admiral 


.38 * ^ 


(.44) ^ 




nvwipivni ' Forn|Ji 




.27 


Bandit 


.39 


•# 

(.33) \ 

t, 










(Topic: Ba^ldit) 






Tartat 




Tha bandit 


was capturtd by tha adrmr al 


(.44) 




Afafit Prompt 
Radpiant Prpfript 


\ 


.50 
.36 


Admiral 
Bandit ' 


.4i . . 


, (.46) 
(.42) 




Maant 

AdmirafThama 




■ \ 

.41 , 




Biiil«fftThama 


.42 




Thamatizad Prompt 








Nonthamatizad Prompt 


.36 (p < .06) 4^ 




Afant Prompt (Admiral) 




.45 




Rtclpiant Prompt (Banljft) 
Commant Prom^* 


.38(p< .01) 




topic Prompt 




.43 




.40 

















3. Whether the prompt ^a the fir«t noun in the sentence (topic) or 
the aecond nfeun in the actitence (bomment) did not make a aignificant dif- 
ference overalU f(l,62) = 1.77, although there waa a alightly higher aver- 
age for the topic pofition (.430 vs. . 395). . ^ 

4. There waa an 4nteraction between the surface structui^e variable 
and the semantic variable that approached statistical significance. While it 
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mattered' not at all whether the agent prompt wa» in the first or »econd 
position^ the recipient wa» a much better prompt when it was firs J in the , 
sentence than when \t was second. For the examplej* bandit was a better 
prompt lit a passirve sentence where it was the topic than in an active sen- 
tence where it was the comment. While this intcractiOft does not reach 
convei\]tional levels of statistical significance, ?\\ii>Z) = 3.7*7, p = . 056, 
it is quite significant conceptually and consistent wit^ results from dif> 
^ ferent experimental tasks which show that placing the de^p object in the 
^ first ^position provides it wit^ a special focus (Olson Ic Filby, 1972). 

To summarise what happened in an immediate recall test when sub- 
I jects were given a noun •prompt and required to recall a sentence from a 
^ passage^ Recall was about 30% bette^r when the prompt had been thematised- 
in the passage preceding thte sentence: When the agejtit was thematized* 
was more than 55% better than the recipient as a prompt. When the recip- 
ient was the theme » it waS only a slightly better prompt than th r*agent> 
When the recipient was tHe topic--i. e. , when the sentence was (gass^ve--its 
prompting power was enhanced by about 3Q%. Topicalization did not, how- 
ever, effect the prompting.- power of the agent. 

One additional i^oint concerning the surface structure variable was 
significant. When sent^lkes which were reproduced verbatim are sepa^ 
rated from accurate paraphrases, ther^ is a large effect of Hurface struc- 
ture, F(l,62) 20.02, p < . 001. When the first noun was the prompt, a 
verbatim recall w^s nearly twice as probable as when the second noun was 
the prompt (. 1 . 095). This reflects a tendency to produce at recall 

a sentence with the prompt word as the subject and replicates a similar 
finding by Perfetti Ic Tuckerl{l97 3). Similarly, active sentences were al^o^ 
tyrice as likely as p.assives to be recalled verbatim. 

Re coding; . A result that'bears on the relation between thematizat^on 
and topicalization is the re coding in recalUof the target sentence. There 
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wa« for our fubjectt the usual tendency to pjroduce in the active voice a 
sentence that had been read in the patiive voice. For me aning^p re serving 
~re«pon«e«, tuch receding occurred about 85% of the time in the Immediate 
condition (al^t 15 minute*) and about 92% of the time after 48 hour*. A ' 
summary of the receding data \% teen in Table 3. ^• 

Pawivt-Activt nmdtnp 

A pin t "Cofniinint * 

(Admkal) .96 J6 . (J1) 

ftWipicfit'Topks 

Ave. (JO) (JO) (.K) 



l^ecodiiig to an active sentence wa» more probable when the prompt 
wai^^the agent^comment than when it wa» the recipient^topic. The retpec- 
live i^rcentaget are 91 and 76. Thi» difference again reflectf the encod- 
ing ttiralegy of reconstructing the retrieved information by placing the 
prompt in the subject position and adding on the predicate. Thus, a re cod « 
ing resulted more often when the prompt had been the second noun of the 
original Sentence than when it had been the first noun. 

A second and perhaps more interesting effect on receding was pre«» 
duced by thematiaing the prompt. A thematired prompt, whether it ha<i 
been the first or second noun in the sentence, produced more re codings 
from passive to active than did t. n^thematized prompt. Receding occurred 
90% of the time to a thematieed prompt and 80% of the time to a nonthemat- 
ised one immediately after reading, and this difference persisted after 
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hours* Our tentative explanation for this result is rsdated to our general 
c^nceptualwation of thematization and memory. In brief, it is assumed 
that a thematized referent is the core of a memory reprtpaerttation con- 
structed during rea'ding or hearing of a discourse. Other elements 
of this representation include all the predications made concerning the 
referent and their interrelationships. The information of the target sen- 
tence» or any sentence containing the thematized referent, is assimilated 
with the existing representation* At recall, this theme -centered repre- 
sentation is reflected in the tendency to put the thematized noun in the 
subject position of an active sentence.* 



Summary 

The interactive relationship between one aspect of sentence struc* 
ture and one aspect of discourse structure has been demonstrated in a 
i^ecall taik. The effect of theme is to provide an organization foi: memory. 
A noun prompt has better access to this memory when it has been themat- 
ized. Table 4 shows a sunamary of the effect of the various combinations 
of sentence and discourse features investigated in this cxperfment. The 
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36 
60 
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21 
36 
39 
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Recipient ^ Topic 
Recipient^ Thenne 
Recipient + Topic ^ Theme 
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•UmctB of thaniatisatiQn and topicalisation appeal^ to be additive Ipr V noun 
which it a semantic recipient, but not (ot semantic agent, which is UAAf- 
f«ct«d by whether it is an active or pasiiv« sUntence. This is^uite cOnV 
sist«nt with what we know about the discourse function of the passive voifce, 
for example, with-Jhe fact tfiat comprehending a pasiive sentence is made 
easier when 'a perceptual event which the sentence describes has been . 
coded in terms of the semantic recipient (Otsbn It Fllby, 1972)# 

The general interpretation is thAt pasaivisation and thematisation 
are both devices of discourse focus. Our results show that special focus 
is .added to a recipient noun by rpaking it the topic noun of a sentence and 
that even more focus is added by thematising it in the previous discourse. 
The additive results of both of these features in combination, as can be^ 
seen from Table 4, is an increase of more than 7$% in the retrieval power 
of a recipient noun« 

Experiment 2 

« 

The second experiment ware direct attempt to determine whether 
topicalisation is affected by thematisation. There are empirical grounds 
for expecting that the choice of passive or active voice is influenced by 
conceptual variables. For example, Johns on -Laird (1968) found that people 
preferred to use the passive when the situation to be described drew atten- 
tion to the logical object The task in Johnson-Laird^s research was 
simply to describe the relation between two Colored areas of different 
si^e on a piece of paper. The larger area tended to be topi cali zed. A 
similar result was found by Tannebaum and Williams (1968) in a study in 
which subjectrhad to produce active or passive sentences to describe a ^ 
situation. When the situation required focus on the logical object, the 
time to produce a passive was not greater than the time to produce an 
active. 
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The specific effect of thematization is due to its hypoth^sixed func- 
tion of providing a focus for comprehension. The hypothesis is that themat- 
i»cd elements will be chosen as sentence topics mor# often than nonthemat- 
ized elements. There are oth^r probable determinaplts of topicalization, 
some, like^thematization, having their effect through prior coding processes 
in the passage and others far more localized. An example of a localized 
effect would be the momentary foregrounding of an element through its 
occurrence in the previous sentence or clause. An element just mentioned 
may have some priority as a topic. An example of a more global variable 
would be the title of a passage. Like th#matization. the title of a passage 
potentially provides a focus for conitructing an understanding of the pas^ 
sage. Ilk Experiment 2, we attempted to test the contribution of the more 
global discourse variable of thematization and title while attempting to con- 
trol the more localized variable of foregrounding. Experiment I tested the 
effect of thematization on topicalization when the pa^fages are untitled, and 
in a replication, thm «ame effect is tested when passages are read with titles. 

Method * 



The materials were the 16 passages used in Experiment 1, minus 
the final target sentences. Since the subjects* task was to choose between 
an active and a passive sentence to con|:lude the passage, it was necessary 

to control the occurrence of the two notias in the immediately preceding 
sentence so that the relation between ttlematization and topicalization could 
be tested without excessive confoundingj of thematization and momentary 
foregrounding. Of course, a complete Lnconfounding is very difficult since, 
if the hypothesis is correct, the form ojf the penultimate sentence is affected 
by thematization also. Thus, which of (he two critical nouns occurred fir s t 
in the penultimate sentence could not bCj held constant in the experiment, 
but both references and both nouns did cjccur. 
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Hie two variabUr w^r« thematisation and title* The dependent meas* 
ure was the forced- choice response of subjects indicating their preference 
for an ncHve or equivalent passive to conclude the passage* Tor example, 
in the^ admiral -bandit case, subjects chose between The admiral captured 
the bandit; and The bandit was captured by the admiraL In the untitled con- 
dition; 16 subjects read the passage that thematised admiral and 16 read 
the passage that thematised bandit* Ihe thematisation variable was a 
within- subjects variable, with each of the 32 subjects reading eight pas- 
sages that thematised the agent "and eight passages that thematised the 
recipient* 

.Hie title manipulation was essentially a replication of the design just 
described with 64 new subjects* Thus, 32 subjects read a passage titled 
**The Bandit, while 32 subjects read a passage titled **The Admiral* ** 
Within each group of 32, 16 actually read the passage thematixing admiral 
while 16 read the passage thetnatising bandit* For any subject, half of the 
titles were congruent with thematisation and half were not* 

For both the untitled p#ss'age experiment and the title replication, 
four balanced orders of presentation were used and the 96 sub}%<^s were 
tested in large groups* Subjectsynrere instructed to read the passage and 
to circle tKe Sentence (active or passive) that best concluded the passage, ^ 




Results and Discussion 

Considering first the untitled experiment, lw)j|i^ provides the most 
direct test of the hypothesised effect of thematisation on t^picalisation, 
there was a significantly greater preference.for passives when the recipi^ 
ent had been thematised than wh^^ the agent had been thematized* When 
the agent of the final sentence had bpcn thematised by the passage, pas- 
sives were chosen 3S% of the time as the. preferred form of the final sen- 
tence* Hiis. figure increased to S0% when the passage thematised the 
recipient, 1^(1,62) « 8*21, p < *01* 




16 

• 2i) 



That acttve choice is not exceeded by passive choice even under 
recipient thematixation reflects the preferred status given to the active 
voice a wide I'ange of conditions. One might argue that other factors are 
more important in p*assivi2ation and that paM»ve choice should exceed 
active choice, for instance, when momentary foregrounding of the recip- 
lent occurs in the preceding ctause. To test this possibility, we noted 
for each passage whether the last houn in the cUuse preceding the final 
sentence referred to the- agent or the recipient of the final sentence. 

Overall there was no significant effect of the last noun variable. 
When there was an agent theme» there was a slight effect of the last noun 
such tha^when the last nOun was an agent, the passive was chosen 31%. 
compared with 39% whenithe last noun had been a recipient. With a recip- 
ient themc» there was a lught reversal with $ 3fe passive when the last 
noun was an agent and 48^ when the last noun* was a recipient, ^^hile statis- 
ticiV^alycia of posaiblo interactions was not appropriate, it appears that 
topicalisation was not ditiecfly related to momentary clause foregrounding. 
The choice of a passive ^/as overall approximately 4 3% whether the agent 
or the recipient was the last no^j^n of the preceding clause. 

Title Replication 

The replication eicperiment which added title as an orthogonal 
variable tfi> themati*ation confirmed the results of the untitled experiment 
for the effect of tHematiaation on topicalization. Recipient themes pro- 
duced 46. ^% passxCe pre:erencc compared with 31. ^% passive preference 

(or agent themes. f(l,6|l) = 14. 32. p - .01. This X'j% difference paraUc^ls 

* I ^ 

the result of the untitled jexpVriment. but the overall preference for the 
passive was lower in the titlek condition than in the untitled. U should be 
noted that* >6ptteaH<Mi_ l» this case refers to observing the same result 
with a new group of subjects . sinr^ j^cept for the titles, the materials 
were identical for the two experiments. 
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'|he effect of title was also stgniificant in the replication as can ^ 
be seen Table S which •ummarixes the results of Experiment 2. When 
the title! referred to the agent, e.g. » "The Admiral, passive choice was 
36. S%; ^hen the title referred to the recipient* e. g, , ''The Bandit,** pas- 
sive chcjice was 41.5%, f(l»63) - 3.99,. p - .05. There wa» no interaction 
♦ i; 1 s 

bebnreeif title and theme ( F < 1). 

\ 
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The last noun analysis was also t^one on these data. As in the 
untitled experiment, there was no gene raV effect of whether the.laiit noun 
of thle preceding clause referred td the agent or to the recipient of the final 
sentence* altj^ough choice of a passive when the last noun was an agent was 
slightly greater (43.4%) then wtien it was a recipient (39.8%). However, 
the importance of the last noun variable can be seen for specific combina- 
tions of theme and title. Since an analysis of variance of tltese data is not 
appropriate, the possible operation of momentary foregrounding can be 
merely suggested by the following comparison. The highest preference 
(53. 1%) for a passive occurred when the recipient was the theme and the 
title, but the last noun of the preceding clause referred to the agent. The 
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lowest preference (27. 5%) for a passive occurred when the agent was' the 
theme and the title, but the last noun of the preceding clause referred to 
the recipient. This comparison is made on ly^ with caution, because the 
momentary foregrounding variable is not separable from other character- 
istics of the penultimate sentence which were quite variable from one pas- 
sage to Another. However, it does suggest a sort of complex balancing 
topicalieation. An element which has discourse reasons for being topicali«ed 
but has been momentarily '^backgrounded" has a strong requirement to be 
reasserted as the focus of the discourse. * * 

Overall j^scussion 

The result of Experiment I can be taken as support for the idea that 
sentence ropicalisation is affected by variables that a^e remote from the 
sentence as well as more localised variables. Both the title of the passage 

and its actual theme determined the preference ^or passives, with themat* 



ieatlon producing a larger effect. By contrast, a discou^^lriable nearer 
to the observed sentence, momentary foregrounding, ap|pared to have no 
simple effect, but only in in/eraction with discourse variables. These 



generalisations concerning tupicalisation are to be made with some <^ution, 
howevar^ For one thing, actulll production was not observed in these expert^ 
ments: and for another, the morrventary foregrounding variable was not 
isolable from other sentence variable*. Alio, we note again the need to 
investigate topic control devices other than the p^assive. Within the context 
developed by these experime^, we can suggest that topicalieation is a 
process thatHs highly dependent upon thematic discourie variables. 

The first e^perimeat is alio consistent with this picture. The 
prompt effectiveness of a noun wai related to its thematir>anon and t«:>pical' 
iaation, and there appeared, in fact* to be an additive effect of these vari- 
ables for a semantic recipient, but not for an agent. Thematixattun and 



tof^fcalisation terve twin diieourie functions. The fir it providei a • table 
referential focui for new information while the lecond providei momentary 
focue for information currently presented. THui, a lemantic recipient ii 
more focuied when it hai been thematised^ It ii ttill more focuicd when 
it hai been topiealimed. And in light of ExfMciment ^, it lelection ai ten- 
tence topic ii increased by itnthemati«ation. Thui, momenitary focue i«" 
at leait partly a function of itabiUted focui. 
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